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Abstract
This paper explores discursive tensions about autonomy and control during a large-scale
agile transformation at a traditional and highly regulated organization. A better
understanding of these autonomy-control tensions might provide a basis for improving
how agile systems development frameworks are scaled and governed in a large and
complex organizational context. Based on a case study and a relational dialectics lens, we
conceptualize and discuss autonomy and control tensions in an agile transformation
journey at a large and complex bank. We analyze three interrelated discursive sub
tensions of autonomy and control, namely independence versus dependence, flexibility
versus tradition, and self-regulating versus bureaucratic, and underlying challenges of IT
and business misalignment, traditional project governance, and legal, audit and risk
compliance. The paper recommends ways to balance autonomy and control tensions
during a large-scale agile journey.
Keywords: Large-Scale Agile, Case Study, Relational Dialectics, Tensions

1.

Introduction

Delivering high-quality products and services quickly at scale and keeping bureaucratic
controls at a minimum is a major challenge for traditional highly regulated organizations
[16]. One of the major dilemmas during such a large-scale agile development (LSAD)
transformation journey is balancing the ensuing tensions between autonomy and control.
We conceptualize this as the autonomy-control tension.
Both traditional governance and agile work designs and development practices focus
on quality software, customer satisfaction, and value delivery [9]. However, the main
concerns of agile center on adapting to change and accelerating time to market [4, 49,
51]. In contrast, governance structures emphasize strategic alignment, budgetary controls,
project governance, regulatory, audit and risk compliance [21]. Furthermore, while
conventional or traditional governance frameworks that emphasize stability and control
are slow, costly and tedious to follow, agile emphasizes the delivery of software with
speed and stability simultaneously [39]. Some researchers question whether traditional
governance models are appropriate or sensible in an agile approach [40]. While this
sentiment may apply to digital start-ups and agile born organizations where regulations
have not kept pace with digital technologies [44], skirting regulations would not hold for
already highly regulated and mature organizations burdened by their legacy systems [21].
After all, dodging substantive governance controls can be detrimental to the reputation of
traditional organizations and their customers.
A recent survey found that many traditional organizations are undergoing large-scale
transformations [48]. They are employing LSAD frameworks, such as Disciplined Agile
Delivery (DAD), Large Scale Scrum, Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe), Spotify, Nexus,
and Recipes for Agile Governance in the Enterprise (RAGE) [2, 20, 29]. These
frameworks tend to emphasise autonomy in their set of practices but have not paid
sufficient attention to the processes underlying autonomy in a highly regulated
organizational context [11, 12, 31]. Although research has been done in LSAD
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transformation, there is little research that explores autonomy-control tensions.
In particular, case studies on large-scale agile organizational transformations in
traditional and highly regulated organizations are scarce [16]. While large-scale agile
approaches build in more controls into agile development practices, ensuring that this
integration does not jeopardize the agile team's autonomy is a major concern for
practitioners and researchers [15, 44, 45]. By examining a large bank that adopts a hybrid
style of agile, we seek to answer the following question: What are the discursive
tensions, if any, about autonomy and control in a LSAD transformation? The disruption
caused by agile born fintechs and contactless digital banking incumbents was pressuring
the bank to innovate and deliver products and services faster. Findings show despite
pockets of success, the organization is struggling to balance the tension between
autonomy and control.

2.

Related Research

Autonomy has not yet received the same treatment from IS scholars as related
concepts such as alignment and control [17, 18, 53]. The term autonomy has been used in
the agile literature in various ways [1]. Still it is difficult to explain what autonomy
means precisely. Several concepts partially address this issue. In the first place, the term
autonomy has become synonymous with terms such as independent, self-directed, selfmanagement, self-service, freedom, and empowerment [12, 35, 43, 46, 47].
At an individual level, autonomy also implies having the capacity to take charge of,
assume responsibility for, or maintain control over one's work. In other words, working
independently is not the same as having the capacity to work independently [23, 42].
While the term has come to describe ways of working, it can also be viewed as a
competency – the knowledge, skills, abilities and attitude of individuals.
At a group level, agile frameworks drawing on lean principles promote self-managing
or autonomous teams [34, 51]. Here autonomy can be viewed as the delegation of control
or authority to agile teams. In other words, agile assumes that power-sharing by people
with bureaucratic control will be largely uncontested [32]. At an organizational level,
autonomy is about flattening hierarchies, decentralized processes and giving units the
freedom and responsibility to deliver value [2]. However, despite the hype the
relationship between autonomy and large-scale agile team performance is not yet clear
[14]. Some researchers argue that small scale agile frameworks can take advantage of
close coordination, information sharing and decision making [25]. Yet, it remains unclear
whether the rigid and restricting practices of large-scale agile can provide similar
advantages [2, 16]. The dark side of a large-scale agile transformation is that if it is only
superficially introduced, expectations about autonomy can be thwarted, leaving agile
teams and software developers feeling frustrated [16]. However, agile is more about
teams taking initiative not absolute control [44]. From a dialectical perspective,
collaboration in agile cannot exist without both autonomy and control – finding the
appropriate balance is the key [22, 24, 45, 54].

3.

Conceptual Framework

The study of tensions in IS and organizational research is not entirely new. Several
related concepts include ambidexterity, ambiguity, contradictions, dialectics, tensions,
dual tradeoffs, and paradoxes [3, 5, 13, 28, 37, 52]. Dialectical processes have also
provided valuable insights in systems development and IS implementation studies [26].
Despite these advancements, research on tensions in large-scale agile transformations is
still embryonic and requires further conceptual development. Fresh theoretical
perspectives that can account for tensions can provide a strong complement to existing
research.
Relational Dialectics Theory (RDT), developed by Baxter and Montgomery [8], is a
popular communication theory employed by communication scholars to understand
discursive tensions. RDT is a dialogical approach that conceptualizes meaning-making
between relating parties as an ambiguous, contentious and fragmented process [19]. The
first iteration of RDT produced novel insights about the discursive tensions concerning
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people amid complex interpersonal relationships [6, 8]. Discursive tensions refer to the
"dynamic interplay of opposing forces or contradictions" [8]. RDT refers to three
fundamental discursive tensions filled with contradictory systems of meaning in all
relationships: autonomy-connection, novelty-predictability, and openness-closedness.
Multiple discursive tensions are likely to exist within a given bipolar feature. For
example, Baxter and Montgomery [8] found that struggles in meaning about certainty
could yield interrelated tensions, such as certainty-unpredictability, certainty-novelty,
certainty-mystery, and certainty-excitement. However, discursive tensions can vary
depending on the relational context.
Baxter [7] recently revised and extended the theory (referred to as "RDT 2.0") by
focusing on Russian intellectual Mikhail Bakhtin's more advanced conception of
dialogism [27]. RDT 2.0 concepts emphasize analyzing the interplay between competing
discourses in making meaning instead of merely identifying lists of opposing discursive
tensions between relating parties. This shift in emphasis has produced novel insights
about how competing discourses interplay to create meaning. The two critical concepts in
RDT 2.0 for understanding discursive struggles are the utterance chain and the
centripetal-centrifugal struggle [7]. First, the utterance (what is spoken in one
conversational turn) is part of a larger utterance chain in the social world. Second,
Bahktin's concept of centripetal-centrifugal struggle is analytically important in RDT
studies. Centripetal discourses are centred, such as the discourses of empowerment in
agile. Conversely, risk and audit compliance professionals can marginalize seemingly
deviant or centrifugal discourses of empowerment by emphasizing discourses of
compliance. Therefore, one of the strengths of RDT for this case study is its analytical
consideration of dissensus and consensus in discursive practices [19].

4.

Case Study

In this case study, we explore the discursive tensions experienced by a group of
IT employees during a large-scale agile transformation. Our goal was to build a relational
dialectics conception of autonomy and control with case study research.
4.1.

Background to the case

Our research site was Tradbank (a pseudonym), one of the big five traditional banks
in South Africa and its large-scale agile transformation program. Tradbank offers a range
of personal, private, business, commercial and corporate banking services to millions of
customers across South Africa. Our study focuses on the business division which has
over 200 IT professionals. At the time of the study, the bank’s major product houses were
being supported by 8 hybrid agile teams and 12 waterfall teams. The disruption caused
by fintech and contactless digital banking incumbents capable of launching new features
every few months poses a major threat to traditional banks. At the same time, an
established regulatory framework controls banks in South Africa. The regulator closely
supervises local banks to ensure that they comply with international regulatory standards
and best practice. For example, the regulator has to approve the bank's external auditors
responsible for reporting irregularities or suspected irregularities. The internal audit unit
is responsible for monitoring and reviewing the bank's internal controls, including the
electronic information system and electronic banking services and risk management
procedures. They provide regular reports to senior management and the board of
directors. Tradbank's challenge was to develop the capability that affords them more
agility while complying with regulatory, audit and risk requirements.
Tradbank’s core systems platform were originally designed to support their brick and
mortar operations. These include a number of dated legacy applications written in
COBOL running on IBM mainframes. Tradbank’s more recent online banking platform
is built on Java and .Net. Running these disparate platforms over the years has accrued
significant technical debt. The bank is standardising and rationalising a number of its
core systems applications that it built up over decades. Tradbank is also ‘aggressively’
decoupling from its multiple legacy and mainframe IT systems to a platform that will
enable faster build and delivery of new digital products and services. Legacy capabilities
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in home loan, business banking, credit cards loyalty schemes, wealth and investment,
cash investment, and premium banking are being migrated onto the ‘enterprise digital
platform’. In 2010, the bank recognized that its software development and project
management performance also lagged in terms of industry standards in productivity.
Furthermore, teams were not meeting business needs with the existing waterfall-type
method. These failures prompted the bank to shift from a traditional highly structured
waterfall approach to agile methods. In the beginning, the bank took a small-scale
approach to implement agile methods in only two segments led by two segments CIOs.
The intention was to start small with a pilot project and then gradually transition to a
large-scale adoption that included all business units and functions. In 2015, the bank
established the Agile Centre of Excellence to roll out agile on a larger scale. In 2016,
Tradbank chose Disciplined Agile Delivery (DAD) as a framework for large-scale
adoption. At the time of our study only 30% of the software development teams were
applying agile. Furthermore, many business units were lagging in transitioning to agile
working methods. The bank was adopting a hybrid of waterfall and agile, thereby
drawing from multiple development methods [31]. Furthermore, since agile was initially
designed for small and co-located teams, scaling the agile practices to the entire
organization brought about numerous challenges at the bank. These challenges were
mainly where there was a need to interface project activities with the traditional
governance structures. The case explores these challenges experienced from a relational
dialectics perspective.
4.2.

Data Collection

We collected data from primary and secondary sources. Primary data collection consisted
of interviews conducted between November 2017 and July 2018. Interviews are suitable
for tension-centred studies as it records the contested perspectives by participants. A
typical interview lasted 40 minutes, although some discussions lasted up to 55 minutes.
Interviews were performed using a semi-structured approach. We used an interview
guide to ask informants about how they experienced the agile transformation, and so
forth. Our interview guide is publicly available as supplementary material on Zenodo
[38]. All the interviews conducted were audio-recorded and transcribed. A total of 24
interviews were conducted (See Table 1). The sample included six middle management,
eight senior and executive management, and ten project team members. Functional area,
seniority level and tenure were considered in selecting informants. 13 of the 24
informants had tenure over ten years. Observations and informal face-to-face discussions
complemented our interviews. Also, for triangulation purposes, secondary data from
internal and external document sources were collected and analyzed. Triangulation was
assured by comparing interviews to confirm the themes found and shed more light on the
IT staff's alignment and control struggles [36]. Our intention in using triangulation was
not to smooth away the tensions reported but to obtain a much richer picture of what was
going on in the agile community we studied, thereby creating a deeper understanding of
the competing tensions.
Table 1. Overview of participants.
Job level

Roles

Senior and Executive
Management (8)
Middle Management (6)

Segment CIO (3), Head of Business Analysts (1), Head of PMO (1), Head of
Engineering (1), Head of Operations (1), Head of Development Manager (1)
Agile Coach (1), Business Solution Manager (1), Product Owner (2), Test
Manager (1), Senior Program Manager (1)
Program Manager (1), Project Manager (2), Agile Project Manager (1), Senior
Business Analyst (1), Business Analyst (2), System Analyst (1), Developer (2)

Team Members (10)

4.3.

Data Analysis

We performed a contrapuntal analysis of the interview data [7]. Contrapuntal analysis is a
type of discourse analysis that identifies the interplay of competing discourses in the text.
Baxter [7] prescribes three mandatory steps in contrapuntal analysis: first, identify the
discourses; second, determine whether these discourses are competing; and third, identify
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the interplay between these competing discourses. Braun and Clarke's [10] guidelines for
identifying thematic categories was adopted to identify the discourses. The authors read
the data sets multiple times and worked independently to generate an initial set of
categories. We worked collaboratively with an independent judge to give common labels
to the exhaustive list of codes that emerged during this iterative process [30]. We
performed line-by-line coding to identify emergent codes, such as 'low adoption among
business units', 'lack of audit involvement' and 'hybrid approach'. For example, the
discursive struggle related to the 'lack of business buy-in' code was translated into a
larger system of meaning referred to as ‘independent versus dependent' tension. After
identifying the competing tensions, we finally turned our attention to the analysis of
discursive interplays [50]. Here, Baxter [7] recommends that researchers focus on the
discursive details of the centripetal-centrifugal struggle to analyze the interrelationship
between these tensions (See Table 2). The use of analytic memos facilitated this process
[36]. Finally, we selected the exemplars below to show the link between the data and the
analysis.

5.

Findings

The findings show how the primary discursive tension about alignment and control and
three related sub-tensions – independence versus dependence, flexibility versus tradition,
and self-regulating versus bureaucratic – animated the meanings expressed by agile team
members. Table 2 shows how three struggles underlie these autonomy-control sub
tensions — namely IT and business misalignment, traditional project governance, and
bureaucratic audit, legal and risk compliance practices.
5.1.

Discursive tensions about business and IT misalignment

The first discursive sub tension emerging from the data was the independence versus
dependence tension. One of the challenges facing Tradbank was the task of aligning
business and IT. The following quotation by a Program Manager (Interview 1) explains
the tension: what is nice is that the new CIO completely supports and understands agile,
and together with the Agile Coach, they now need to put together the agile strategy,
vision, and mission. I think we are trying to implement it across but a lack of business
buy-in to agile practices is slowing down the adoption." Several members of the agile
team confirmed this tension between business and IT. The Test Manager (Interview 13)
explains the reason for this misalignment, "There was no real vision for the reason why
we moved to agile to be honest. I think what they wanted to get out of agile was more of a
quick turnaround time on projects rather than the efficiencies that agile brings." There
was also inadequate support from business executives. Although IT was granted the
freedom to drive the agile transformation within IT, the lack of close interactive
relationships with the business had negative implications for co-creation and
collaboration activities. The head of business analysis (Interview 4) explains, "You
cannot really be a full agile team without business understanding what it means." When
probed further about the implications of the lack of collaboration, he spoke about the
burden of parallel practices: Since most areas of the bank are not agile the big challenge
for the business analysts is the balance between those who expect full end to end
requirements upfront and those who are working incrementally at a features level." The
Product Owner explained that agile practices were limited to the IT, "Only when it comes
to IT implementation do we implement agile. We don't implement agile as the
methodology to solve problems." There was growing scepticism about whether the bank
could make a complete transition to agile. One of the Program Managers (Interview 16)
explains, "I think you have to understand the nature of a large bank like this, the core
banking systems that are waterfall. There will never be agile because it's too risky, so
what we end up doing is a hybrid approach to accommodate other dependent areas that
are still waterfall."
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Table 2. Discursive tensions about autonomy and control in a large-scale agile project.
Discursive sub tensions
Independence versus dependence

Meaning
The first discursive tension,
independence versus dependence,
addresses IT independently taking
control of driving agile processes on the
one hand and how their dependence on
business participation showed that they
were simultaneously not in control of the
agile transformation.

Impediments to autonomy









Flexibility versus tradition

The second discursive tension deals with
the dynamic interplay between the agile
team's need for flexibility and the
constraints posed by traditional
governance practices.










Self-regulating versus bureaucratic

5.2.

The third related discursive tension
addresses the agile team's need for selfregulation on the one hand and other
stakeholders requiring that agile teams
comply with regulatory, audit and risk
practices.





Agile is fully supported by a few
segment CIOs and other IT leaders
but there is a lack of business buy-in
and only superficial support from
some business areas.
Agile was rolled out in the IT space
but not enterprise-wide. There is a
lack of an enterprise-wide vision for
agile
Business units are pressuring IT to
deliver faster. At the same they view
agile as being too risky to deal with
the technical complexity of legacy
systems.
Operating dual project models
(traditional and large-scale agile) to
cater for resistant business
stakeholders means additional burden
for IT places a drag on delivery.
Point in time business cases for
project funding follows the traditional
waterfall approach as opposed to a
value stream approach.
The annual budget approval process
is still project based rather than
incremental and product and features
based.
The resistant to change by the
centralized PMO and project
managers and the deeply ingrained
waterfall culture created further
tensions.
Upfront project prioritization and
project scoping still follows a
cumbersome waterfall approach.
Traditional project management
tracking and progress reporting to
senior management means added
work.
Collaboration between IT teams is
starting to improve.
Some agile teams are excluding the
governance experts instead of
including them to co-create solutions.
The organization has not tailored their
large-scale agile approach to cater for
regulatory, internal audit and risk
processes.

Discursive tensions about traditional project governance

The second discursive sub tension lies at the intersection of flexibility versus tradition. This
segment CIO (Interview 9) highlights the flexible approach taken in adopting agile practices
in IT "Very often when you are building a new product we adopt Scrum methodology. It is a
great way to go. However, when you are in a team, and their kind of work is maintenance,
then the Kanban methodology is much better […] We are not prescriptive. We allow our
teams to choose the practices that fit best for their problem domain." At the other pole of the
tension, the agile approach was being constrained by traditional practices. The Product Owner
explains the frustration, "the other thing that really scares me is we still doing lot of things
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very traditionally in a waterfall way, so to translate that into agile delivery, it's a complex
conversation. So, I think that is frustrating because the team is trained on what they should do
but when they start doing it, they get this friction from governance, that you didn't have this
and that, and then they stop and everything has to wait to comply with governance
requirements." Those who preferred the flexibility of agile grumbled about the stickiness of
traditional waterfall practices. The Agile Coach (Interview 2) explains how traditional
budgeting and planning practices constrains the teams, "The budgeting and planning process
also does not support agile because fundamentally the budget process got to change from the
current project based budgeting into a product based." A Senior Business Analyst (Interview
14) took issue with the traditional funding approach and progress reporting processes, "My
opinion is that the way business does business cases have to completely change to support
agile… Terrible! The biggest problem to the success of agile is the senior stakeholders
because they still expect the traditional way of reporting and showing progress." A Program
Manager (Interview 16) adds how project prioritization and scoping still follows traditional
processes, "Project prioritization is still happening in a very waterfall approach." Some
interviewees also grumbled about the persistence of traditional structures and roles. The Head
of Business Analysis explains, "if we are talking about the change in the team structure. Not
necessarily. We still talk about the traditional roles." The Agile Coach adds that not all the
units have embraced agile practices, "There's still confusion in the organization about the role
of PMO in agile projects. In general, the PMO resists because they are not sure what their
role is." Tensions also increased when traditional governance practices prevailed leading to
added complexity to governance structures. A Program Manager (Interview 16) explains, "it
almost added an extra layer all forums that you typically have in Waterfall environment but
now with agile new forums are added such as Sprint planning, Sprint demos, backlog
grooming, and sprint retrospective. Yet you still need to have your traditional project steerco
and project tracking meetings."
5.3.

Discursive tensions about auditing, legal and risk

The third discursive sub tension lies at the intersection of self-regulating versus
bureaucratic. This tension involves complying with the expectations of two internal
stakeholders: the auditing and the risk management units. Agile team members were
finding it difficult to negotiate between self-regulating their projects and complying with
auditing, risk and regulatory requirements. On the one hand, people expressed positive
sentiments about being able to self-regulate. The Test Manager (Interview 13)
commented, "the culture of work now with agile it is more collaborative, teamwork. We
also find a lot of more people jumping into another area too to help other team
members". On the other hand, some felt that the auditing and risk requirements are
superfluous because they view risk management as already integrated into the agile
approach. A Product Owner (Interview 11) explains, "So, what I like about agile in the
regulatory projects is that it forces you to be open and bring more visibility. One of the
things in the bank particularly requirements gathering is that what is your risk and what
is the cost of managing that risk. Agile forces that the cost of managing the risk is to be
critically assessed on a daily basis […]" Some agile teams held a dismissive view about
the auditing and the risk management units. The Test Manager (Interview 13)
commented, "The regulator requirements never pop up in any agile decision making, it's
never been like you know let's follow this methodology to make easier for audit
requirements. To be honest auditing is the last thing on everybody's mind." Those at the
self-regulating pole of the tension grumbled about the cumbersome auditing and risk
requirements. This quote by a Program Manager (Interview 1) reveals the 'us' versus
'them' tensions between the agile teams and the auditing and risk units, "In my
experience, the risk management and compliance representatives are struggling with
how to interact with agile projects. They put lots of demand on agile teams, and that is
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because of a lack of understanding of agile principles." As with the PMO above, the
auditing, legal and risk cultures are at odds with agile values. However, this quote by the
Test Manager suggests that there is also the danger that the freedom to self-regulate was
being abused by some agile teams, "Agile projects run into lots of trouble when it comes
to auditing. The reason is the way they implement agile. The view is agile means just take
it as it comes instead of the proper agile approach. They skip a lot on documentation
[…]" One of the teams took a more constructive approach, "The way we have always
approached agile is to be open and honest. So, we invite the risk and compliance
representative and any other compliance component such as operational risk upfront
from the project kick-off." A Segment CIO (Interview 4) chose to protect staff from this
discursive struggle, 'We try to shield them as much as possible, I definitely think that
analysts, testers and developers really shouldn't be frustrated or have their time spent on
risk and regulation […]." The same Segment CIO believes that the organization will
continue to retain both agile and traditional waterfall practices "So I guess, our
experience has been incremental and ultimately we fall into a hybrid approach. You can
have some types of sequential governance plan-driven thinking upfront. I think changing
the release frequency will be quite difficult in a traditional, highly regulated corporate
environment." The debate ensues as to whether Tradbank should transition more fully to
agile or maintain a hybrid approach. Both IT and business continue to experiment and
evolve with large-scale agile.

6.

Discussion

The findings reveal one of the critical limitations of a bottom-up IT-led transformation to
agile. Agility at Tradbank has become synonymous with building, deploying, and
maintaining software. Consequently, agility is still confined mainly to Tradbank's
software development and IT operations environment. The findings suggest that IT
agility has to co-evolve with business agility. In other words, IT agility will be ineffective
without the proper alignment, coordination and cultural shift across the different business
areas. Shifting from a hierarchical to an agile structure is painful and difficult for many
employees, both in IT and the business units. However, an enterprise approach to agility
that is more inclusive should keep politics to a minimum while scaling the design,
development, and release processes and ensure faster planning and cleaner release
processes.
Governance teams’
need for control

Agile teams’
need for autonomy

Dependence

Independence

Tradition

Flexibility

Bureaucratic

Self-regulating

Balancing
autonomy and control

Fig. 1. Autonomy and control tension model in large-scale agile.

In providing IT with the independence to practice agility, IT and business leaders at
Tradbank failed to balance the value of interdependence (i.e. the importance of
cooperation and partnering with business) in a large-scale agile transformation. Leaders
also sustained the imbalance of autonomy by ambiguously promoting speed and
flexibility and the more traditional discourses of stability and control. Agile teams
preoccupied with the velocity to deliver, neglected to establish closer and more
collaborative relationships with governance units. As a result many agile teams were
frustrated by bureaucratic governance procedures.
Due to reluctance by business leaders to embrace an agile mindset, Tradbank is yet to
seize the advantage of the governance transparency and controls built into the agile
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planning, prioritization, budgeting, risk management, reporting, product ownership and
value delivery practices. Greater efficiency and effectiveness could be achieved if a more
integrative approach is taken and governance units were involved in the early stages of
agile systems development projects to balance compliance requirements with the urgency
to deliver. While agile teams at Tradbank have a blend of domain, technical and
functional skills, these mixed teams should also include compliance expertise. For
example, in-sprint team inspection and early feedback on finished product backlog items
from compliance experts could be used to jointly tackle governance-related risks and
issues. At the same time, business leaders should enable governance units at Tradbank to
provide agile teams with sufficient room to experiment. The IS discipline has begun to
emphasize the importance of theoretically understanding the "both/and" quality of social
relations in digital and cultural transformation efforts [39]. A major limitation of existing
research and theory on large scale agile transformation is the theoretical one-sidedness
and neglect of the "both/and" nature of relational tensions that emerge when
implementing these frameworks in an agile transformation journey. From a relational
dialectics perspective, there will always be a simultaneous need for autonomy and
control. The relational dialectics approach offers information systems development
researchers a way to move beyond an analysis that smoothens out apparent contradictions
and incompatibilities in changing systems development practices towards an
understanding of the multifaceted nature and ongoing messiness contradictions,
complexity and disorder that characterizes large-scale agile transformations.
This study also has important practical implications. The agile approach is predicated
on the assumption that team performance increases with less, not more, control.
However, large-scale agile transformations in traditional and highly regulated
organizations need to incorporate the benefits of both autonomy and traditional control
elements to strike an optimal balance. Organizations may be better off configuring
different combinations of autonomy and traditional controls depending on their context
(type of project, technology platform, risk appetite, culture). From a relational dialectics
perspective, we propose that leaders understand the interplay of opposites as an essential
feature of large-scale agile transformations and operating at large-scale and aim to satisfy
both oppositional demands. Effective agile transformations, we maintain, are not
characterized by eliminating control or resolving the contradictions brought about by the
seemingly opposing features of autonomy and control. We argue that in striving to
accomplish high performance in large-scale agile, team members have simultaneous
responsibilities for autonomy and control. Agile and compliance teams should work
effectively within the structures of sound governance.
Agile transformations have to be cautious of not framing agile principles in
"either/or" ways. For example, where the discourses of autonomy are taken for granted, it
is more likely to worsen the autonomy-control tension, as they tend to over-focus on
autonomy to the neglect of control. Rather than minimizing the importance of traditional
governance approaches or overemphasizing the benefit of agile autonomy, those leading
the agile change should emphasize the synergetic benefits of both autonomy and
governance. The need to find a balance between seemingly antagonistic practices is
becoming a vital competency for ISD practitioners. For example, ISD practitioners need
to balance diversity and alignment tensions between teams working on requirements
engineering for large-scale firms [54]. Similarly, IT and business leaders need to pay
attention to both the organization's governance requirements and the agile team's need for
autonomy; they should use generative images to transcend polarized thinking about
control. For example, framing the autonomy-control tension as ‘controlled autonomy’ is
a possible both/and solution. The ideal amount of autonomy may gradually emerge over
time as the organization matures in their agile journey. However, agile teams in a
bureaucratic organization may have to accept excessive control tensions during early
phases of the agile journey and adopt practical solutions to derive optimal value from
large-scale agile. Our findings are consistent with recent studies that found that many
large organizations adopt hybrid software development approaches – i.e. where
traditional practices and agile practices co-exist in different configurations alongside each
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other [31]. The implication is that experienced agile team members in such contexts have
to endure a more painful transition process.
We view the autonomy-control tension to be one of the primary drivers of a largescale agile transformation. During a large-scale agile journey, leaders will need to work
out the optimum autonomy-control tension. This study does not seek to offer any
guarantees of eliminating the autonomy-control tension. Dialogue may soften the
negative impact of the autonomy-control tension, and over time this tension may lessen
as bureaucratic silos begin to be replaced by self-governing product teams, but
eliminating this tension is unlikely. IT and business unit leaders should adopt a dialogical
and collaborative approach and offer a more democratic and humanistic response to the
autonomy-control challenge facing large-scale agile transformations.

7.

Conclusion

Managing the ensuing tensions with traditional bureaucratic structures is one of the
significant challenges facing large-scale agile transformations. We adopted the relational
dialectics lens to improve our understanding of autonomy-control tensions experienced in
a large-scale agile transformation. Our case study was exploratory and limited to a group
of agile team members' experiences during a large scale agile development
transformation at a major traditional bank. A related limitation is that we did not
interview the compliance and business unit members for verification. Future research,
ascertaining these perspectives will be invaluable in providing a richer understanding
about autonomy-control tensions. Struggles underlying the tensions experienced included
IT and business misalignment, traditional project governance, and bureaucratic audit,
legal and risk compliance practices. It is plausible that other large-scale transformations
may experience different tensions. Notwithstanding, we believe that a relational
dialectics approach to conceptualizing tensions can inform future studies. Future research
into whether agile born fintechs and contactless digital banking incumbents face similar
autonomy-control tensions as their traditional counterparts in agile, will be invaluable in
forming a more complete understanding of autonomy-control tensions. Another
promising avenue for future research would be to investigate autonomy-control tensions
in domains where self-regulation is more prevalent, such as the automotive industry or
the defence sector. Furthermore, while tensions may apply to traditional organizations
embarking on large-scale agile, it would be interesting to study whether digital start-ups
and digital-born organizations experience similar or different tensions. Studies of
tensions can also provide IT and business leaders with new insights on how to help agile
teams cope better with change. We call for balancing tensions to be part of the agenda for
future studies on agile work designs and development practices.
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